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Charitable Fundraising: Gaining Donors’ Trust on Online Platforms 
 
Deserina Sulaeman 




Trust is crucial in the relationships between charitable fundraisers and potential donors. This study 
examines factors that can help fundraisers gain potential donors’ trust, which is crucial to the success of 
the campaigns. Examining charitable fundraising campaigns on an online platform, this study finds that 
trust issues can be mitigated by providing a campaign description that is more sophisticated, more 
informative, and with fewer errors. Additionally, setting a higher campaign funding goal tends to lead to 
a more successful campaign. These characteristics likely reflect a competent, committed, and passionate 
fundraiser. On the other hand, mere exposure to a wide set of potential donors through social media is 
not necessarily useful for mitigating information asymmetry. Instead, close relationships between 
fundraisers and potential donors may be more meaningful in this regard.  
 




Over a million public charities are registered in the United States (Quick Facts about Nonprofits n.d.). 
Charitable giving from individual donors is the largest source of revenue for these charities, accounting 
for 71% of total charitable giving in 2015 (Giving USA 2017). This large number of charitable 
organizations and the multitudes of causes they support can overwhelm potential donors as they attempt 
to identify charities that can be trusted to deliver benefits.   
 
Trust is crucial in economic transactions where the outcome depends heavily on the actions of the sellers, 
over which buyers do not have much control (Doney and Cannon 1997 and Knack and Keefer 1997). 
Charitable giving is a perfect example of such transactions as potential donors have to count on charitable 
organizations to take appropriate actions in delivering the benefits to the end beneficiaries. In this context, 
potential donors are forced to rely on reputation as the economic mechanism for establishing trust (Cabral 
2012). Large organizations, like United Way or Red Cross, have developed their reputations over time. 
However, small organizations may not possess the necessary reputation to overcome potential donors’ 
mistrust of their ability to deliver promised benefits to the beneficiaries, and therefore may face a difficult 
time in attracting donations.  
 
With recent advances in technology, a new channel to raise funds has emerged in the form of online 
fundraising. Individual fundraisers – including those without any fundraising experience – can use 
crowdfunding platforms to raise funds at a lower cost relative to traditional fundraising. However, these 
individual fundraisers – with practically no reputation to rely on – are likely to face difficulties in gaining 
donors’ trust. Indeed, the dataset used in this study shows that many charitable crowdfunding campaigns 
are not successful in reaching their funding goals, and only a handful are highly successful. 
 
Gaining donors’ trust is particularly difficult for fundraisers using this new form of charitable fundraising. 
Information asymmetry problem is inherent in crowdfunding platforms (Agrawal et al. 2014, Macht 2014, 
469
   
Molick 2014). Gaining trust is even more difficult in the case of charitable crowdfunding because 
information asymmetry is more severe in this setting. Fundraisers’ opportunistic behaviors can easily go 
unnoticed for a long period because it is difficult for donors to verify the campaign outcomes as they do 
not directly consume the benefits of their donations. To make matters worse, charitable crowdfunding 
platforms allow fundraisers to receive the committed donations and proceed with their projects regardless 
of whether the campaign funding goal is met. With this arrangement, potential donors cannot use the 
crowd’s collective evaluation – as reflected by the fulfilment of funding goal – as a mechanism to filter 
bad campaigns from good ones. 
 
This study focuses on the setting of charitable fundraising campaigns where the reputations of the 
fundraisers have not been established yet. It examines trust-enhancing factors that can help fundraisers in 
gaining donors’ trust. While the existing studies on trust in non-charitable crowdfunding provide a 
valuable basis for understanding trust in crowdfunding setting, it is important to further examine the 
relevant factors considering the unique characteristics of charitable fundraising campaigns. Charitable and 
non-charitable crowdfunding projects differ in their fundamental objectives. While a typical non-
charitable project strives to gather seed funding for a feasible and sustainable business venture, charitable 
projects typically aim to have a meaningful impact on the lives of those in need. As a result, trust has 
different implications for the potential donors in these two settings. Trusting a fundraiser in a non-
charitable project means having confidence that the fundraiser’s business acumen and creativity would 
lead to profitable projects, whereas trusting a charitable fundraiser is believing in her character and 
commitment that would lead to successful delivery of the benefits. Accordingly, potential donors are likely 
to evaluate fundraisers in the two settings using different sets of metrics.  
 
Agrawal et al. (2014) suggest that transmitting quality signal can serve as a mechanism to gain trust when 
reputation has not been established yet. In the context of charitable crowdfunding, the funding goal chosen 
by a fundraiser may be a suitable proxy for the fundraiser’s quality. More specifically, the funding goal 
chosen by the fundraiser indicates the impact that she aspires for the beneficiaries, which reflects her level 
of passion and commitment in helping people in need. A project with a higher funding goal is likely to be 
more challenging to carry out and would require more effort and time to deliver. For example, an 
ambitious charitable campaign aiming to deliver emergency aids after the Nepal earthquake to villagers 
in rural areas of Nepal that are difficult to reach has a funding goal of over US$200,000. In contrast, a 
relatively simple campaign aiming to provide winter coats for children in an orphanage in the Nepalese 
capital city of Kathmandu has a funding goal of only US$2,000.14  
 
Another potentially useful signal of quality is the sophistication of the campaign description. Campaign 
descriptions serve a similar role to project pitches in venture capital fundraising. Studies of traditional and 
online channels of venture capital fundraising highlight the importance of polished and sophisticated 
pitches in demonstrating entrepreneur’s commitment and competence (Chen et al. 2009, Macht 2014).  
In the context of this study, a more sophisticated campaign description can serve as a signal of a 
fundraiser’s competence and commitment to the project.   
This study documents a consistent set of evidence in support of the quality signal hypothesis.  First, this 
study finds a positive effect of higher campaign funding goal on the total amount of donations even though 
donors are aware that even fundraisers who do not meet their respective funding goals still receive the 
committed donations. This is consistent with the hypothesis that potential donors associate a higher 
funding goal with a higher level of fundraiser’s commitment and passion to his project.  The stronger 
                                                 
14 The campaigns are available at https://www.gofundme.com/nepalvillagers and https://www.gofundme.com/hhnbydpx 
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signal of passion and commitment helps in mitigating trust issues. Second, this study documents the 
importance of well-written campaign descriptions. A more sophisticated campaign description tends to 
receive a higher total amount of donations, consistent with the hypothesis that such description indicates 
a more competent and committed fundraiser (Chen et al., 2009). Consistent with this inference, this study 
also finds that longer descriptions and those with fewer grammatical and spelling errors are associated 
with more successful campaigns.15 In sum, these results confirm that stronger signals of a fundraiser’s 
competence and commitment can mitigate trust issues in crowdfunding platforms.  
 
Lastly, this study also examines the effects of social network on the campaign outcome.  Distrust among 
agents can be mitigated if those agents know each other, and therefore, possessing a large social network 
can reduce information asymmetry and lead to a more successful campaign.  Lin et al. (2013) suggest 
that individuals who are connected in social networks may possess non-public information that could 
mitigate information asymmetry issues in peer-to-peer lending. Mollick (2014) provides evidence 
consistent with these studies in the context of regular (non-charitable) crowdfunding platform: the size of 
the fundraiser’s network is positively correlated with the success of the campaign.  However, Bapna et 
al. (2017) find that trust exists only in a small group of carefully selected online friends who are strongly 
connected with each other. As such, the effect of a fundraiser’s social network on campaign outcome is 
an empirical question. This study finds that the number of Facebook friends is negatively related to the 
success of a charitable crowdfunding campaign.  
 
2. Empirical Analyses 
2.1 Data Description 
Data for this study is collected from the charitable campaigns on GoFundMe.com. GoFundMe is the 
largest charitable crowdfunding platform in the world. It has raised over US$ 3 billion in donations since 
2010 (Lunden 2017). The dataset is collected in May 2016 from charitable campaigns associated with four 
major natural disasters: Hurricane Sandy (10/2012), Nepal (04/2015), Kumamoto (04/2016), and Ecuador 
earthquakes (04/2016). These four events had the largest number of disaster-related campaigns (1,077 
campaigns in total) on GoFundMe at the time of data collection. The dataset in this study is limited to the 
campaigns related to natural disaster events in order to control for the large variations in the worthiness 
of the causes and types of project. 
 
The campaigns in this dataset collectively raised a total of US$7.8 million. The most successful campaign 
in the sample raised US$195,031. The mean total donation per campaign is US$7,103, while the median 
of total donation per campaign is US$4,576. 
 
 
2.2 Empirical Model 
The following equation represents the empirical model used in this study. 
ln(𝐶𝑎𝑚𝑝𝑎𝑖𝑔𝑛𝑂𝑢𝑡𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑒)𝑖 = 𝛽1 ∗ ln(𝐺𝑜𝑎𝑙)𝑖 + 𝛽2 ∗ ln(𝑆𝑜𝑝ℎ𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛)𝑖 + 𝛽3 ∗ ln(𝐹𝐵𝐹𝑟𝑖𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑠)𝑖 + 𝛽4  ∗
ln(𝐹𝐵𝑃𝑜𝑠𝑡𝑠)𝑖 + 𝛽5 ∗ (𝑇𝑊𝑇𝑤𝑒𝑒𝑡𝑠)𝑖 + 𝑋𝑖 + ∑ 𝛼𝑗 ∗ 𝐸𝑣𝑒𝑛𝑡𝐷𝑢𝑚𝑖,𝑗 + 𝜀𝑖
4
𝑗=1       
CampaignOutcome refers to the outcomes of a charitable crowdfunding campaign. This study examines 
three measures of outcomes: (1) the total donations raised by the campaign, (2) the number of donors 
contributing to the campaign, and (3) the average donation per donor. This study does not include whether 
the funding goal is reached as a measure of campaign outcome because as mentioned above, fundraisers 
                                                 
15 The regression result from the model that includes the number of grammatical and spelling errors as well as the number of words in the 
description is not tabulated in this version of this paper. 
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in charitable crowdfunding platforms receive the donated amount (less fees) regardless whether the stated 
funding goal is reached. 
 
The main independent variables of interest are Goal, Sophistication, FBFriends, FBPosts, and TWTweets. 
Goal refers to the campaign’s funding goal set by the fundraiser. This variable is a proxy for the 
aspirational impact of the project. Sophistication is a proxy for the sophistication of the campaign 
description. It is calculated as the inverse of the campaign description’s Flesch reading ease index (=100 
– Flesch reading ease index; Kincaid et al. 1975 for details).16 A higher Sophistication variable indicates 
a more sophisticated writing style with longer words and sentences. The Flesch reading ease index is a 
widely utilized to assess the quality of written text. This index is one of the most tested and reliable 
measures of text readability (DuBay 2004). FBFriends refers to the number of friends the fundraiser has 
on Facebook. This variable represents a fundraiser’s personal friends and family. FBSpread and 
TWSpread refer to the number of times the link to this particular campaign is posted on Facebook and 
tweeted on Twitter, respectively. These variables represent endorsements from donors who contributed to 
the campaign.  
 
The model includes several control variables represented by Xi. The sentiment index measures the 
emotional tone in the campaign description, which can affect the decision of potential donors (Chang and 
Lee 2010). This index is calculated by counting the number of positive words minus the number of 
negative words, using the list of emotion words in the NRC emotion lexicon dictionary.17 A dummy 
variable for the availability of a video description is included to control for the effect of video on the 
campaign success (Mollick 2014). The fundraiser’s location effect (Mollick 2014) is captured by a dummy 
variable indicating whether the fundraiser is located in an area directly affected by the natural disaster. 
The start date of the campaign relative to the event’s occurrence (in number of days) is included to control 
for the relative age of each campaign. The number of updates posted by the fundraiser and when the last 
update was posted are included to control for the frequency and timeliness of the updates. In addition to 
these control variables, the model also includes event dummy variables to control for the heterogeneity 
across the four events. Intercept is not included in the model as it is subsumed by the event dummies. i is 
the index for campaign and j is the index for the event. Lastly, ε is the residuals from the regression.  
 
2.3 Results 
The results show that signals of quality — sophistication and campaign funding goal — have significant 
effects on the campaign outcome. First, the measure of the sophistication of the campaign description has 
a positive effect on all three outcome variables. A more sophisticated campaign description likely reflects 
a more competent and commitment fundraiser, which in turn could reduce potential donor’s distrust of a 
fundraiser’s ability to deliver on her promise. Second, a higher campaign funding goal leads to a higher 
average amount of donation per donor. This is likely because a higher funding goal provides a stronger 
signal of the fundraiser’s passion and commitment to his supported cause. This stronger signal of 
fundraiser’s passion and commitment, again, helps mitigate trust issues inherent in charitable 
crowdfunding and increases total donations even though meeting funding goal is not a necessary condition 
for the project to be funded. 
 
Table 1 – Parameter estimates for trust-enhancing independent variables of interest 
  
A B C 
ln (Donation amount) ln (Number of donors) ln (Avg. donation/donor) 
                                                 
16 The index can be obtained at https://www.online-utility.org/english/readability_test_and_improve.jsp 
17 NRC emotion lexicon dictionary is available at http://saifmohammad.com/WebPages/NRC-Emotion-Lexicon.htm. 
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Variable Coefficient Std. Error Coefficient Std. Error Coefficient Std. Error 
Ln (campaign goal) (USD) 0.07** 0.03 -0.05** 0.02 0.05* 0.03 
Ln (sophistication) 0.48*** 0.14 0.31*** 0.10 0.38* 0.12 
Ln (FB friends) -0.08*** 0.03 -0.02 0.02 -0.10*** 0.02 
Ln (postings in FB) 0.58*** 0.03 0.48*** 0.02 0.33*** 0.02 
Ln (tweets in Twitter) -0.01 0.01 0.02* 0.01 -0.07*** 0.01 
Adjusted R-squared 0.64 0.65 0.43 
Note: Each column reports the parameter estimates for the three measures of campaign’s success: (A) the amount of donation (in USD), (B) 
the number of donors and (C) the average donation per donor. Each outcome variable is logarithmically transformed to normalize its 
distribution. Control variables and event dummies are included in the regression, but their estimates are suppressed. *p<0.1, **p<0.05, and 
***p<0.01.  
 
This study also finds that a higher number of Facebook friends a fundraiser has leads to a lower total 
amount of donations. This is in stark contrast with previous findings in reward-based crowdfunding (e.g., 
Mollick 2014) where the number of a fundraiser’s Facebook friends is positively correlated with funding 
success. Given the degree of trust issues in charitable crowdfunding, our result suggests that it is the tie 
strength, rather than the size of friend network, that is important to the total amount of donation. Bapna et 
al. (2017) indicate that online friendship ties are associated with trust only among carefully selected friends 
who are strongly connected with one another. As a smaller group of online friends is likely to be more 
strongly connected, it leads to a stronger support for the campaign and generates a larger sum of donations.  
 
Lastly, the estimated coefficients for independent variables related to the social media show that Facebook 
postings and Twitter tweets have opposite correlations with the campaign outcome.  The number of 
Facebook postings has a positive correlation with all three outcome variables, indicating that 
endorsements in the form of Facebook posts help mitigate information asymmetry. However, this is not 
the case with endorsements in the form of tweets. The directional difference between the coefficient 
estimate for tweets and that for the Facebook postings on average donation is likely caused by the 
difference in tie strength on the two social media platforms. Specifically, the strength of ties among 
Facebook friends is likely to be stronger than that of Twitter followers because the account owner has to 
approve a friend request on Facebook, while one can easily follow anyone on Twitter. While Facebook 
posts likely represent endorsements from close friends that are positively associated with higher 
contribution amounts, tweets represent mere exposures which bring more donors in, but these donors 
donate smaller amount on average.  
 
3. Conclusion 
This study examines factors that contribute to the success of charitable fundraising campaigns on online 
platforms.  These factors help fundraisers in sending quality signals to potential donors, and ultimately 
gaining their trust. In particular, fundraisers can signal their commitment in helping the less fortunate 
through well-written campaign descriptions. A more sophisticated campaign description reflects a higher 
level of effort and commitment from the fundraiser, which results in more donors and higher total amounts 
of donations. Higher funding goals also signal the fundraisers’ commitment and generate higher amounts 
of donations.  
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